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social injustices. The minds of many English thinkers were
in the grip of the dismal philosophy of the day, which found
economic salvation in the rigid dogmas of laissez-faire and
made the misfortunes of the poor a subject for cold scientific
analysis. It grew into a fashion to condemn the English
poor law system as a source of demoralization and an
encouragement to idleness in inducing the poor to believe
that—however improvident and indolent they might be—
the parish was " bound to find " them. Our present stand-
point exhibits an instructive and vital difference. We are
more disposed to recognize that the bewildering mass of
social phenomena, which we group under the comprehensive
term of ' poverty', is of a complex character; and we no
longer consider it a fair assumption that poverty is always
the fault of the poor. The latter may be the victims
of the imperfect mechanism of the industrial apparatus,
or they may be the victims whose wrecked careers strew the
path of human progress. Mercantilist statesmanship did
not, of course, visualize the social problem in this light, that
is, as part of a larger problem of economic maladjustments.
That there existed an intractable core of pauperism was self-
evident : that it was the business of the community to do
something was axiomatic. All the criticisms which we
encounter relate not to sins of commission but to sins of
omission. Complaint is uttered less about the things which
are done than about the things which are left undone. It
is in obvious contrast with the attitude adopted in the
nineteenth century and in some quarters even to-day, when
the criticism is frequently heard that the State attempts too
much rather than that it attempts too little. Doubtless, as
a result, remedies were applied which at their best were
palliatives and at their worst kept the disease festering in
the social organism. Yet even nowadays Governments are
sometimes driven by the stress of circumstances to pursue
a policy on which the theorist pours scorn. A striking
proverb says : " A drowning man clings to a serpent "„
Governments, like drowning men, cannot always make an
ideal choice. Nevertheless, in times of distress the practice
of letting things take their own course is not necessarily

